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Memory and the Gulf

Humans have always had a desire to express themselves as imagists and to
create visual notations of the world as they experience it. When I look at the objective
world, a fear of the unknown is always present. It is a driving force behind my work. My
ideas almost always revolve around my inability to resolve something that I don’t
understand. In my notations of the world, intricately painted works appear to cover other
layers of information hidden underneath through the act of rubbing, masking and
erasing with unconventional tools such as scour pads, toilet brushes and rags, creating
a surface that resembles a complex topographical map. But unlike a traditional
cartographer, I seek to map my inner world.

How does one consciously envision a subconscious geography? The visual
vocabulary for these maps comes in part from my childhood experiences. The sharp
juxtapositions of graphic techniques suggest a clash of superheroes in a graphic novel,
familiar to me because of the time I spent in my family’s bookstore whose primary sales
were pulp novels, comics and magazines imported from Mexico. The influence of book
design is where the hard lines come in. The book covers that surrounded me often
included hand drawn or painted images in the center with hard edges and solid-colored
shapes surrounding them.

My paintings adopt these visual strategies. In Perhaps You Consider Yourself an
Oracle, 2021, the composition has a card-like format. It is bordered by a red-and-white
gingham pattern, bringing to mind a picnic blanket. Then, outlining the center image, is
a glossy and thin black border. The rectangle in the center brings to mind a wooden
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plank with patterns of wood grain and knots showing a doorway in the center of a
space. No part of the center image bleeds onto these borders. The image is contained
within the structure.

Other aspects of the visual language in my thesis exhibition were influenced by a
more direct type of mapping of the locations of my childhood. Our family would regularly
drive from Houston as far as southern Mexico to pick up books and visit family. These
visits to my families’ diverse regions throughout Mexico, and particularly my countless
memories of being near the murky water of the Gulf, have shaped my approach to
painting. The paintings are made in several layers that are repeatedly covered,
scrubbed, and erased as the process takes the form of an excavation, eventually
resembling the residue of layers of images on billboards washed by the rain. Water
itself is vital to my process: I pour water over the brush strokes to degrade the paint
and let new images rise to the surface. While it is easy to get lost in the paintings, they
also suggest their own logic of line, color, form. Each layer represents a distinct moment
in time—a specific stage in the process of making the work as well as a specific
memory or association. Each layer also contains different and densely packed colors,
and the forms in different layers work together and against each other to create a final
form that sits on the surface despite being produced through gradual accumulation.
Confronted with such textured abstractions, the viewer might visualize a step-by-step
forensic analysis of all the painterly decisions, unpacking which layers must have come
before the others, even if some decisions remain opaque, the layers alluding to
memories both masked and erased.
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Shapeshifting

The place I am from strongly relates to the body of work that became my thesis
exhibition. I am from Houston, Texas, but I’m also from the Mexican states of Nuevo
Leon, San Luis Potosi, and Veracruz. To connect these dots on a map would leave you
with a perfectly smooth curve down the Gulf Coast. At the top of this curve, my
hometown is a transient industrial city with no zoning laws. The “residential”
neighborhood I lived in my whole life, until moving to New York, is situated among
factories, oil refineries, textile plants, and the Houston ship channel. It is the poster
child for environmental racism and, as a result, many residents develop autoimmune
diseases at an early age. When you drive around my neighborhood, you get a sense
of the spaces and structures not being what they appear due to the constant
repurposing of the old to facilitate the new with little to no adjustment to the exterior of
the container. What appears to be a strip club might actually be a DIY gym and what
appears to be a home tucked in a neighborhood is actually a container for bodies,
part of a human trafficking ring. My neighborhood itself is the second largest hub for
human and sex trafficking in the country, as well as the home of the largest stray dog
population in the United States. But it’s also a neighborhood that, for almost a
century, has existed as an asylum for Mexican immigrants. It is passionately antiassimilation in its quest to preserve Mexico within a place six hours away from it. In
the east end of Houston, everything one lacked in Mexico exists in abundance.
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The following is an excerpt from the short story, “El Míster,” by my brother Juan
Fernando Villagómez that further illustrates the neighborhood where I come from:
He pulled off the highway onto the South Wayside exit. Passing a Holiday Inn
with graffitied plywood over the glass doors, el Míster rolled down his window and
waves of damp, hot wind plowed into my face. The orange light of the streetlamps
gave a sickly glow to the line of women near the bus stop waving at cars and to the
men sleeping in the gravel lots. I saw white and brown and black faces. An old
woman pushing a shopping cart across the street, and as she limped in front of the
car, there was a stirring in the fat lump of fabric inside the cart—a dog. Its eyes
reflected the neon glow of the Fiesta mart’s lime-green parrot perched atop the
store.
We passed a fish market. We passed a Whataburger. We passed a white
man fighting a black man in the parking lot of an AutoZone and a woman sleeping
under the cover of the Metro stop on the corner.
El Míster stopped in front of a white wooden house reflecting the orange hue
of the nearby streetlamp. There was a child’s tricycle in the middle of the street.
There were shredded tires in the front yard half buried under mud and empty beer
cans.
As described in the excerpt, the neighborhood is a continuous example of recycling—
using old things for new purposes, painting over old colors with bright, watered-down
paint purchased at the flea market. This constant repurposing of surfaces is important in
Mexican culture. My parents are house flippers. I used to read and write while my
parents worked. I saw them tear down layers of drywall to reveal the many layers
underneath that indicated many different time periods. They used faux finishes and
created unconventional tools to decorate and to cover imperfections--using sponges
and layering different colors to create the texture one would see on a granite top. I use
similar techniques to set the ground that builds light within a painting. I started making
these paintings in an attempt to recreate the light effect within an Easy Bake Oven, a
toy from my childhood. The paintings I create contain disembodied surfaces that are
removed from their source and brought together to create a new object or place.
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Displaced memories form an altogether new experience. Displacement has a new
container.
My paintings echo the forms of various containers. Books are containers, as
are buildings, ships, cars, people, paintings and the ocean. The layering of facades
within the East End of Houston is also characteristic of all the regions I have existed in.
The layering of images and posters is common on surfaces in Mexico—billboards are
everywhere. The residue, the trace left behind, is present within all of my work. It’s an
energy current that runs across all the paintings.

In Brotherly Resemblance, 2020, and Brotherly Resemblance, 2021, residual
painterly marks are contained within a transparent façade of clear polyurethane. On top
of the polyurethane façade rests a black outlined form that recalls something specific
but remains ambiguous and unresolved. Underneath the outline and trapped within the
gloss are a variety of marks seemingly left over from layers upon layers of painted
information that have been scrubbed, scraped and sanded away.

So, as much as containment, erasure is central to the work. In Spectre’s
Slingshot, 2020, the painting began with almost transparent green marks made while
looking at images of tadpoles floating in a ditch. At the end of every studio day, the
image was scraped down or sanded, and at the beginning of every studio day, I reacted
to the ground that was before me. Knowing that every day it could be something new,
something growing, like watering a plant, I began to connect dots. I started employing
faux finishing techniques—using sponges to create a bright or dark granite textures that
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could then serve as the ground for something new. The border now looks like a ribbon
of pastel and neon. Erasure had a role later in the process too. Parts of the image were
scrubbed clean with a clinical yellow covering certain areas. The result feels like a
praying mantis, a tree with a person tied to it, someone unraveling the rope around
them. The submerged reemerges.

Latin American literature is also central to my work, and one other way in which I
think through these cycles of containment and erasure, or shapeshifting. Mexican writer
Juan Rulfo is often referred to within the genre of magical realism, but he is more of a
precursor to it. In the novella Pedro Paramo, the narrator visits a dusty town in search of
his father, whom he’s never met. The dead are completely indistinguishable from the
living. The narrator switches from one person to the next constantly. There is no
warning. You find yourself flipping back and forth in the book, trying to figure out who is
who and what happened when and it’s confusing until you learn to accept this way of
writing. In most magical realist literature, fantasy is perceived to be a normal part of life.
The setting usually takes place in the crudest and impoverished of circumstances
among the most marginalized groups of people. The past, present, and future coincide.
This is how I think of memory in my work—shapes and forms clash and collide, making
something new and more truthful than reality. At the beginning of my work in this thesis
exhibition, I discovered a particular painting process that reshaped my approach to
abstraction—one that allows a referential source to filter through my memory and into
my compositions. This is the approach I used in Spectre’s Slingshot, 2020 described
above, where I am not copying and then abstracting images, but instead unconsciously
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letting formal components of these images seep into the painting. From these formal
gestures, I attempt to form something that feels concrete, a type of landscape that feels
closer to the concrete truth of my experience. Past, present, and future—of the work,
and of my experience as it manifests in the paintings—exist in the same moment.

Ojos de Video Tape, 2021, depicts four trees that both do and do not exist. I
have outlined their translucent forms, like long-gone stars despite their lights convincing
remains. The trees become entangled as if their relationship is understood through their
outlined sense of belonging. Humans differ themselves from technology in that they
build their understanding of the observable world by outlining, while a camera, or
technology that uses a camera, measures light. It does not discern trees, apples, or
people, but even in its best imitation of humans’ thinking and understanding of objects, it
just references other similar forms in a matrix. In a sense, most of my paintings contain
an outline at large. Geographies, surfaces, locations, and memories converge and
images created are the result, urging the viewer to consider the overlooked or
unassuming parts of our lives that are deeply embedded in our subconscious.

Discovering magical realism, and how tied it is to Latin American culture,
provided a sense of relief about the way my family is structured. My family is used to
such customs such as performing spiritual cleanses on children every time they have
difficulty verbalizing their thoughts. My memory is filled with jumbled memories of
strangers, male and female witch healers, routinely coming to the house and rubbing
me down with herbs and cracking eggs on me to get me to calm down. I often felt as if I
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didn’t have governance over my body. Thinking about laying on a flat surface while
undergoing this process, I decided to lay my paintings down and perform a similar
process on them until I pulled something out. Magical realist literature comes from a
culture in which superstition, which stems from fear of the unknown, affects everyday
life. Fear is a common theme in their writing, but it is used in advantageous way, to
expose the unknown for what it really is.

I performed this ritual on ten paintings, which hung as a group in my thesis
exhibition. The paintings provided a path through the landscape of the ideas articulated
above. Together, they became a series of windows and frames, or a wall of continually
torn and eroded visual information, and sometimes they even emerged as figures in the
space. Each work opened up its own way of seeing, yet none told only one story.

For me, the show was akin to a neighborhood, made up of all the prominent
spaces both controlled and emotional that have existed within me. However, I did not
want nor expect to control the viewer’s response. With the visual cues I provided, the
paintings could trigger the viewer’s own associations and experiences. Some viewers
may see allusions to Abstract Expressionism, Minimalism, and the decorative arts, or
may connect specific marks to tablecloths, wooden floorboards, paper cutouts, and
other things in the world. Some viewers have seen the works through the lens of color
relations and textural explorations. While the paintings in this thesis exhibition could be
read in relation to the world of abstraction and its various histories, they also come from
a desire to pursue an approach outside of the categorization and binaries that are so
prevalent in art discourse. The paintings deal with issues of pure abstraction,
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representation, and authenticity, as well as those of my own feelings. Abstraction is a
birthright that allows me to deal with the complexities of reality and is deeply entrenched
in my ancestry.

In my work, I make reference to this other lineage of abstraction. In Candyman,
2020, for example (the smallest painting in the show and barely larger than a light
switch), the process and image is reminiscent of David Alfaro Siqueiros’s painting
Collective Suicide, 1936. In Collective Suicide Siqueiros depicts an apocalyptic vision of
Spain’s conquest of Mexico with images of indigenous people choosing to kill
themselves rather than be enslaved. Like many other Mexican muralists, Siqueiros
made this painting using industrial tools and techniques. Similarly, I made this painting
with a sponge, rag and house paint. I started Candyman with a loose reference to a
photograph of a crime scene photo from 1973. Dean Corll, the most prolific serial killer
in Houston, had just been killed by his young accomplice. Corll had been killing boys in
Houston’s most marginalized neighborhoods for more than three years. He had even
attempted to pick up my father. This crime scene photo depicts a wooden plank with
handcuffs and a small red pillow on top; he used this as a torture board for his victims.
For that reason, the plank sits as the rectangle in the center of Candyman. I was
interested in how this object signified a specific place and time in my community’s
history, a sense of violence. Made with an odd combination of materials-- the plank
became a motif in my practice.
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Candyman, 2020 is also reflected in Perhaps You Consider Yourself an Oracle,
2021. There, two hands hover over the plank. They are smoothly painted and grayscale,
almost claylike and sculpted. The parts of the hands that hover over the plank are
transparent. Above the hands hover two needle-like glossy white forms. They seem like
wands, chopsticks or nails, among other things. The ground that all of these forms sit on
is a field of colors made up of layers of paint that appear to have been sanded or
scraped away. The colors create a sense of motion within the space and a depth and
airiness. A silhouette looming over this composition looks like the outline of a sticker
that’s been peeled away. It’s wiry and has the form of perhaps a birdcage. (It references
a Man Ray photograph of a birdcage sculpture by Giacometti.) The forms are stacked,
recalling objects stacked on top of a picnic blanket. Yet, the blanket also seems to
contain a doorway to somewhere else.
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